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The Evolution of Botanical Documentation in the Philippines

The Philippines is recognized globally as one of the seventeen megadiverse countries, harboring a significant 

percentage of the world's flora and fauna. Within this ecological context, the systematic documentation of plant 

species is not merely an academic exercise but a critical requirement for conservation, horticulture, and economic 

development. One of the most significant contributions to this field is A Pictorial Cyclopedia of Philippine 

Ornamental Plants, authored by Domingo A. Madulid. First published in 1995 by Bookmark and subsequently

updated in various editions, this work serves as a foundational text for understanding the intersection of indigenous

biodiversity and introduced horticultural varieties.

Historically, botanical identification in the Philippines relied heavily on colonial-era texts, such as Father Manuel 

Blanco’s 19th-century Flora de Filipinas. While these historical documents were groundbreaking, they lacked the

modern taxonomic precision and high-resolution visual aids required by contemporary scientists and enthusiasts.

Madulid’s cyclopedia addressed this "long-felt need" by synthesizing systematic botanical descriptions with an

extensive pictorial database, covering over 1,000 species and varieties. This technical analysis explores the

structural framework, taxonomic methodology, and practical applications of this monumental work within the

landscape of Philippine botany.

Taxonomic Framework and Systematic Classification

The core strength of the Pictorial Cyclopedia of Philippine Ornamental Plantslies in its adherence to rigorous

taxonomic standards. Botany, as a branch of biology, requires a hierarchical structure to categorize life forms based

on shared characteristics. Madulid employs a systematic approach that bridges the gap between purely scientific

nomenclature and accessible identification guides.

The Linnaean Hierarchy in Philippine Context

Each entry in the cyclopedia is organized to reflect the Linnaean system of classification. This ensures that

every plant is identifiable by its unique binomial name (Genus and species), which is essential for international

scientific communication. In the Philippine context, this is particularly important because common names

(vernacular names) vary significantly across the 7,000+ islands of the archipelago. For example, a single plant

species might have different names in Tagalog, Cebuano, and Ilocano, but its scientific name remains constant.

The book’s structure categorizes plants into broad morphological groups, which typically include:

•  Trees and Shrubs: Woody perennials that form the backbone of landscape architecture.

•  Vines and Climbers: Species adapted for vertical growth, often utilized in tropical garden design.

•  Ferns and Fern Allies: Non-flowering vascular plants that represent a significant portion of the Philippines' 

native undergrowth.

•  Herbs and Groundcovers: Non-woody plants categorized by their growth habit and aesthetic utility.



•  Orchids and Epiphytes: High-value species that often require specialized ecological niches.

Technical Specifications and Bibliographic Data

From a technical writing perspective, the bibliographic metadata of a reference work is crucial for researchers and

librarians. The cyclopedia has undergone multiple iterations to maintain its relevance in an evolving scientific

landscape. The following table provides a technical breakdown of the publication’s core data based on the 1995

and 2000 editions.



Metric/Feature Technical Specification

Primary Author Dr. Domingo A. Madulid

Publisher Bookmark, Inc. (Makati, Metro Manila)

Initial Publication Year 1995

Second Edition Year 2000

Total Page Count 388–389 pages

Visual Documentation Approximately 1,900 color photographs

Species Coverage 1,000+ (Native and Introduced)

ISBN-10 9715693679

ISBN-13 9789715693677

Language English

The high density of visual data—nearly 1,900 color photographs across roughly 390 pages—indicates a visual-to-

text ratio designed for rapid field identification. This makes the work a Field Identification Guideas much as a

scholarly encyclopedia.

Methodology of Pictorial Identification

One of the primary challenges in botany is the use of dichotomous keys—a sequence of choices that lead the

user to the correct name of a plant. While accurate, these keys can be prohibitively difficult for non-specialists.

Madulid’s "pictorial" approach serves as a visual heuristic, allowing users to compare live specimens directly with

high-quality photographs.

Visual Heuristics in Botanical Science

The pictorial method relies on the human brain's ability to recognize patterns in leaf morphology, floral structure, 

and growth habit. In the cyclopedia, these photographs are not merely decorative; they are technical records of the 

plant's phenotype (observable characteristics). Key features captured in the photographs typically include:

1.  Phyllotaxy: The arrangement of leaves on a stem (opposite, alternate, whorled).

2.  Inflorescence: The complete flower head of a plant, including stems, stalks, bracts, and flowers.

3.  Growth Habit: Whether the plant is erect, prostrate, or climbing.

4.  Coloration: Specific pigments that distinguish varieties, especially in ornamental species like Aglaonema or 

Cordyline.

Comparative Analysis: Native vs. Introduced Species

A significant portion of the cyclopedia is dedicated to distinguishing between native Philippine plants and those that

have been introduced (exotic). This distinction is vital for ecological conservation and the prevention of invasive

species spread.



The Impact of Introduced Species

The Philippines has a long history of plant introduction, dating back to the Galleon Trade between Manila and 

Acapulco. Many species now considered "traditional" in Filipino gardens, such as the Plumeria (Kalachuchi) or 

Bougainvillea, actually originated in the Americas. Madulid’s work provides the necessary context to identify these 

introductions versus endemic species like the Jade Vine (Strongylodon macrobotrys).



Category Ecological Significance Common Examples in Cyclopedia

Native/Endemic High biodiversity value; adapted to 
local pests and climate.

Medinilla magnifica, Waling-waling 
(Vanda sanderiana).

Introduced (Ornamental) Economic value in horticulture; may 
require more water/maintenance.

Hibiscus rosa-sinensis, Rose 
varieties, Cacti.

Naturalized Introduced species that now grow wild 
without human intervention.

Various Lantana species and certain 
tropical grasses.

The Role of the Cyclopedia in Urban Horticulture and Landscaping

Beyond its value to botanists, the Pictorial Cyclopedia of Philippine Ornamental Plantsserves as a technical

manual for landscape architects and urban planners. As urbanization increases in the Philippines, the selection of

appropriate plant species for green spaces becomes a complex engineering and biological challenge.

Criteria for Species Selection

Using the data provided in Madulid's work, professionals can evaluate plants based on several technical criteria:

•  Environmental Tolerance: Resistance to high humidity, heavy rainfall (monsoon), and high-intensity UV 

exposure.

•  Spatial Requirements: The eventual height and spread of a species, which is critical for preventing structural 

damage to buildings and sidewalks.

•  Maintenance Cycles: Identifying species that require frequent pruning versus those that are self-limiting.

By providing a systematic overview of 1,000 species, the book allows for a more diversified approach to urban

planting, moving away from a few overused species toward a richer, more resilient urban ecosystem.

Scientific Accuracy and Taxonomic Revisions

In the field of biology, taxonomy is never static. Molecular phylogenetics—the study of evolutionary relationships

through DNA—frequently leads to the reclassification of species. A plant formerly known by one name might be

moved to a different genus as new data emerges.

The transition from the first edition (1995) to the second edition (2000) reflects the author's commitment to

maintaining accuracy. For the technical user, this highlights the importance of checking the most recent botanical

records. However, Madulid’s work remains the definitive baseline for Philippine ornamental flora. It provides the

stable foundation upon which newer, DNA-based research can be built. The inclusion of bibliographic information,

such as references to the Southern Regional Library Facility and Cornell University’s digitized archives, further

validates the work’s scholarly standing.

Practical Implementation: A Guide for Field Researchers

For those utilizing the cyclopedia in the field, a structured approach is recommended to maximize the utility of the

1,900 color photos. The following workflow is suggested for identifying an unknown ornamental plant in the

Philippine context:

Step-by-Step Identification Procedure

1.  Initial Observation: Note the plant’s size, habitat (sun vs. shade), and whether it is flowering or fruiting.



2.  Morphological Classification: Use the cyclopedia’s table of contents to narrow down the group (e.g., is it a 

shrub? a succulent?).

3.  Visual Comparison: Scan the photographic plates within the identified group. Focus on leaf shape and floral 

structure first.

4.  Verification of Descriptive Text: Once a visual match is found, read the accompanying text to confirm the 

species. Pay attention to the description of the stem and root system, which may not be visible in all photos.

5.  Cross-Referencing: Check for varieties or cultivars. The cyclopedia often lists multiple varieties of common 

ornamentals, which is crucial for commercial horticulturalists.

Case Study: The Documentation of the Araceae Family

A notable strength of Madulid's documentation is his treatment of the Araceae family (Aroids), which includes 

popular ornamental plants like Philodendron, Anthurium, and Aglaonema. In recent years, the global market for

Aroids has exploded, leading to increased poaching of wild species. The cyclopedia provides the technical baseline

for what is naturally occurring versus what is cultivated, serving as a vital tool for environmental officers (such as

those in the DENR) to identify protected species and prevent illegal trade.

Technical Failure Modes in Identification

While the cyclopedia is comprehensive, users must be aware of potential errors in identification, often referred to as

"failure modes" in technical analysis:

•  Juvenile vs. Adult Leaves: Many tropical plants, particularly climbers like Epipremnum, exhibit heterophyllous 

growth (leaves change shape as the plant matures). Identifying a plant based on a juvenile leaf photo when the 

specimen is an adult can lead to misclassification.

•  Cultivar Variation: Selective breeding can create leaf patterns not documented in earlier editions of the 

cyclopedia.

•  Seasonal Changes: Plants may look significantly different during the dry season (deciduous behavior) 

compared to the wet season.

The Synthesis of Art and Science in Botanical Documentation

The enduring legacy of A Pictorial Cyclopedia of Philippine Ornamental Plantslies in its successful synthesis

of aesthetic presentation and scientific rigor. Domingo Madulid, through his decades of work at the National

Museum of the Philippines and various academic institutions, understood that for conservation to be successful,

the public must first be able to name and identify the life forms they are trying to save.

The work functions as a bridge technology. It bridges the gap between the complex, often inaccessible world of

herbarium specimens and the practical, day-to-day needs of gardeners, landscapers, and students. By

standardizing the visual and textual data of over 1,000 species, Madulid created a common language for Philippine

horticulture.

As we move further into the 21st century, the digitization of such works—as seen with the 2009 digitization of the

Cornell University copy—ensures that this knowledge is preserved for future generations. However, the physical

book remains a superior tool for field use, where digital access may be limited and the tactile ability to flip through

1,900 photos provides a cognitive advantage in pattern recognition.

Ultimately, the cyclopedia is more than just a list of plants; it is a technical map of the Philippine ornamental

landscape. It documents the country’s botanical history, its present biodiversity, and provides the data necessary for

a sustainable horticultural future. For any serious student of Philippine botany, or any professional operating within



the green industry in Southeast Asia, this work remains an indispensable resource of unparalleled depth and clarity.
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